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This Mission Report is presented for information only and does not represent the official view of the Assembly.  This report was prepared by Steffen Sachs, Director of the Political Committee.
I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. A delegation led by Julio Miranda Calha (Portugal), General Rapporteur of the Assembly’s Defence and Security Committee, visited Afghanistan on 16 and 17 November 2013 to learn about progress with the security transition, and the political environment as next year’s Presidential election approaches.  The delegation also discussed progress being made regarding Afghanistan’s broader security, political and economic transitions and Afghanistan’s relations with neighbouring nations, notably Pakistan.
2. The delegation was briefed by senior NATO military and civilian officials, including NATO Senior Civilian Representative (SCR) Maurits Jochems, Brigadier General Ronald F. Lewis, Deputy Commander of the Regional Command-East, and Karen Decker, Senior Civil Representative to Regional Command-East in Bagram.  The delegation also met members of the Afghan Parliament, including Mohammad Saleh Saljoqai, Deputy Speaker of the Wolesi Jirga.
3. The visit took place shortly before the meeting of the consultative Loya Jirga of tribal elders, notables and government functionaries on the Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) between Afghanistan and the United States.  NATO SCR Jochems and other speakers emphasised the importance of the agreement without which there could be no sustained United States or Allied military presence post-2014 in the country.  
4. In discussions at Regional Command East, the delegation learned that the security transition is well on track and that the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), which have assumed the lead for security across Afghanistan, have become remarkably effective and are able to plan and conduct even larger and more complex operations without the support of ISAF forces.  However, despite the evident progress being made by the ANSF and consistent assurances of NATO-led support and assistance beyond 2014, the population remains concerned and uncertain about the future, the delegation learned.  
5. Even so, Afghan interlocutors expressed optimism that Afghanistan will be able to successfully tackle the challenges it faces, provided it receives the necessary financial and technical assistance as well as comprehensive political support. 
6. In meetings with their counterparts from the Afghan Parliament, the delegation stressed the NATO PA’s willingness to continue and deepen its existing partnership with the Afghan Parliament.  Mr Miranda Calha said that “the NATO PA is here to express our support for the efforts of Afghanistan to create a democratic Afghanistan”.  
7. Both NATO officials and Afghan interlocutors from the Wolesi Jirga as well as civil society representatives considered the presidential elections in April 2014 to be a critical test for the country.  Maurits Jochems emphasised the need for elections which Afghans recognise as legitimate in order to put in place a national government which can continue to improve governance.  Reminding the delegation that providing security for the elections was now the responsibility of the ANSF, Mr Jochems and General Lewis were optimistic that the ANSF will be able to ensure that the election process will, overall, be relatively smooth.  However, insurgents are likely to try to disrupt the elections especially in some of the more remote areas of the country.
8. The delegation noted that international and national representatives recognise the formidable challenges facing Afghanistan, but remain optimistic about the country’s long-term prospects.  Indeed, the reality on the ground does appear far more positive than it is often depicted in the media.
9. In addition to Mr Miranda Calha, the delegation consisted of Federica Mogherini, Head of the Italian delegation, Paolo Alli (Italy), Franklin van Kappen (Netherlands), Menno Knip (Netherlands), Marek Opiola (Poland), Beatriz Rodriguez-Salmones, Head of the Spanish delegation, David Hobbs, NATO PA Secretary General and Steffen Sachs, Director of the NATO PA Political Committee.

II. MEETINGS WITH AFGHAN INTERLOCUTORS:  TRANSITION IN AFGHANISTAN  
10. In meetings with members of the Wolesi Jirga, Afghan parliamentary interlocutors stressed the positive developments in the country, the importance of continued international support as well as the challenges Afghanistan is facing.    
11. Noting that extremism is not limited to Afghanistan the Deputy Speaker of the Wolesi Jirga, Mohammad Saleh Saljoqai, and Members of the Foreign Affairs and Defence Committee emphasised that Afghanistan and NATO have common interests as a failed Afghanistan would be a threat to international security.  
12. The Deputy Speaker and Members of the Wolesi Jirga described the current overall security situation in Afghanistan as “good”.  Mr Saljoqai held a generally optimistic view of Afghanistan’s future development and emphasised the progress that has been achieved since 2001 and which has considerably improved the living conditions of millions of Afghans.  Thanks to the support by NATO nations and the international community, Afghanistan has made huge strides in many areas, including communication and transport infrastructure (the building of a cell phone network from scratch, paved roads, water distribution), health services (hospitals) and education (schools).  School enrolment has increased from 1 million to 7.8 million children, he informed the delegation.  120 universities and higher education centres now exist all over the country. Some 9.9 million students attend school and many of them are girls.  He added that progress has also been made regarding the situation of women, with the number of girls obtaining an education surpassing 2.8 million.  Moreover, a quarter of all seats in the country’s parliament is reserved for female politicians; at present 69 of the 249 Members of the Afghan parliament are women.
13. Though he described the progress made in these areas as impressive – considering where Afghanistan was in 2001 - the Deputy Speaker also acknowledged that Afghanistan needs more time for development.  In this context he reminded the delegation that the country has been at war for more than 30 years which resulted in a divided country and destroyed infrastructure.  All Afghan interlocutors with whom the delegation met stressed their commitment to continue the building up of Afghanistan’s democratic system and government, which, as Members of the Foreign Affairs and Defence Committee of the Wolesi Jirga underlined, is the only way to overcome the challenges that Afghanistan faces.  
14. While Afghan officials were generally upbeat about the current security situation and the stability post-2014 they also acknowledged that the country is confronting considerable problems.  2014 will be a year “full of challenges for Afghanistan”, as one Member of the Wolesi Jirga said.  Security remains the predominant issue among the population, the delegation was informed.  As Members of the Loya Jirga’s Foreign Affairs and Defence Committees noted, the Afghan people are concerned about the evolving security post-2014 and do not know what to expect after ISAF’s combat mission comes to an end.  This concern among the Afghan population was also stressed by Karen Decker, Senior Civil Representative to Regional Command-East (RC-E).  There is a perception among the Afghan population that security today is lower than before, she noted, adding that the Taliban want to discredit the elections.  It would be helpful if religious leaders, who are very influential in the Afghan population, would speak up more actively against the insurgents.  
15. Several Afghan parliamentarians expressed concern about the lacking capabilities and equipment of the ANSF, particularly with regard to the Air Force.  They noted that NATO’s commitment to train, advise and assist the ANSF post-2014 is highly welcome.  Afghanistan will be able to tackle the challenges it faces successfully - provided it will receive the necessary financial and technical assistance as well as comprehensive political support, the NATO PA delegation heard from its Afghan counterparts in the parliament.
16. The Bilateral Security Agreement (BSA) between Afghanistan and the United States. – and a subsequent NATO Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) – will be essential for the implementation of Resolute Support, NATO’s mission to train, advise and assist the Afghan security forces after 2014, the delegation was informed.  Mohammad Saleh Saljoqai and Members of the Wolesi Jirga’s Foreign Affairs and Defence Committees expressed their hope that following the Loya Jirga consultation process, the BSA would be submitted to the parliament for approval.  Deputy Speaker Saljoqai explained that the issue has been intensely debated in Afghan political circles for the past year and noted that there are different views on this in the country. 
17. Host country speakers also agreed that holding the upcoming presidential elections in 2014 in a free and fair manner is crucial to “put the stamp of confidence on Afghanistan’s future democracy”, as one member of the Wolesi Jirga indicated.  There was also recognition that a functioning democracy requires the rule of law, human rights, equality, social services and the civilian control of the military, the member added.  A major issue that needs to be tackled is corruption, the member continued, saying that the parliament is committed to fighting corruption in the administration.  
18. Afghan interlocutors expressed profound appreciation for the assistance of the international community.  Members of the Afghan parliament and NGO representatives noted the progress that has been achieved, not only in security and infrastructure but also in education, respect for human rights and the role of women in society, which would not have been possible without the help of the international community and of NATO in particular. 
19. The delegation stressed the NATO PA’s willingness to continue and deepen its existing partnership with the Afghan Parliament.  Deputy Speaker Saljoqai and Members of the Wolesi Jirga thanked the NATO PA for its continued support and co-operation and stressed their willingness to develop and deepen the relationship between the Assembly and the Wolesi Jirga.
20. Independent observers from Afghanistan’s civil society generally shared the positive outlook for the country that had been conveyed by official Afghan interlocutors.  Young professionals representing “Afghanistan Forward” and “Afghanistan Analysis and Awareness” also provided the delegation with additional impressions of the possible political landscape after 2014.  Masood Azizi, chairman of “Afghanistan Forward”, and his colleagues argued for a generational change in leadership.  In this context, he referred to the tribal and religious aspects of the Afghan society.  While he considered the establishment of a parliament consisting of democratically elected members a good start, he cautioned against expecting too much from Afghan institutions in general.  Afghanistan’s institutions do not really represent the people, he argued and pointed out that more than two-thirds of Afghanistan’s population is young and a majority of the population are women.  
21. Wahid Hashemi of Afghanistan Analysis and Awareness said that Parliament plays an important role for Afghanistan as it represents different ethnicities.  Though its ability to provide democratic control over the government is currently limited, this may change over time - once the population believes that the parliament can deliver – and political parties will be established.  Ms Mariam Wardak of Afghanistan Forward noted that the police force needs a major overhaul. 

22. Mr Azizi said that the young and educated generation of Afghans both understands the international picture and is aware of Afghanistan’s history and culture.  Moreover, the young, educated generation of Afghans, shares the interest of the international community to build up good governance in Afghanistan, to strengthen the rule of law and to embrace international co-operation.  Only a small percentage of Afghans are radicals, Mr Azizi noted.  He added that according to estimates only 5-10% of Afghans support the insurgency, primarily because they are dissatisfied with the central government.  However, a mere 20% support the government.  The war in Afghanistan is therefore a war of “propaganda”, he argued, a fight for the hearts and minds of the Afghan population. Afghans are tired of the war and, although they are critical of the casualties among civilians as a result of the combat, there is no anti-Western feeling among Afghans.  Rather, they appreciate the support that NATO nations and the international community provide in building infrastructure.  
23. Several Afghan speakers underlined the importance of education and the need for continued investments in this area.  Ms Wardak reminded the delegation that more than 50% of the people are uneducated.  Mr Azizi emphasised the importance of providing good primary education.  Moreover, continued efforts to improve the living conditions for Afghans is necessary, host country speakers noted, particularly with regard to employment opportunities (to overcome the huge income gap among Afghans) and the country’s infrastructure (especially electricity and agriculture).  Engaging in long-term projects is necessary, the delegation heard.  
24. Amir Ramin, Chairman of Afghanistan Analysis and Awareness, was more sceptical about the state of Afghanistan’s democracy and stressed the importance of institutionalising democracy in the country. He suggested that the transition to democracy had not really taken place as most of the elites in power took office after the events in 2001.  In his view, the blueprint which had been devised for the political system in Afghanistan after 2011 was overly centralised as it provides too much focus on, and power for, Kabul.  In contrast, a central government has never been successful in Afghanistan, he reminded the delegation.  To improve the situation, the international community could push for certain reforms, he suggested.  
25. Turning briefly to the insurgency, he said that it is also related to the economy and that ethnicity is a major reason for the conflict in Afghanistan though the latter may have been exploited by warlords and others in order to serve their personal interests.  Rahmat Quraishi who commented that the conflict in Afghanistan is due only to economic reasons and that the influence of outside actors, such as Pakistan, cannot be ignored.  While Mr Ramin did not anticipate the danger of a Sunni-Shia conflict in Afghanistan, he expressed concern that some neighbours could promote certain religious practices which could have a negative long-term impact.
III. AFGHANISTAN’S RELATIONS WITH NEIGHBOURS
26. Afghan speakers and NATO officials agreed that the Afghanistan’s relations with its direct neighbours, Pakistan in particular, is an important factor for the future stability of the country and that regional co-operation needs to be strengthened.  
27. In the discussion with Members of the Wolesi Jirga’s Foreign Affairs and Defence Committee, the delegation heard that outside meddling into Afghanistan’s internal affairs is at least partly responsible for the continuing instability of the country.  One member said that since the Cold War Afghanistan has been used as a “weapon”.   Afghanistan is paying the costs, its entire infrastructure had been destroyed, the member said.  
28. Comments by host country interlocutors on Afghanistan’s relations with neighbours focused primarily on the bilateral relationship with Pakistan.  Several speakers suggested that Pakistan interferes with domestic issues in Afghanistan and accused Pakistan of sheltering the Taliban and of training and sending terrorist into Afghanistan.  One speaker remarked that for ten years Afghanistan had tried to conduct trilateral (Afghanistan, Pakistan and ISAF) dialogue with Pakistan, but only to little, if any, avail.     Several commentators suggested that Islamabad now recognises that an unstable Afghanistan is not in Pakistan’s interest and indeed that the Taliban pose a threat to both Afghanistan and Pakistan.    It was said that Afghans are tired of war and that Afghanistan would like to be a good neighbour.  However, there was little optimism that bilateral relations would greatly improve soon; it was commented that the Pakistani military seems possibly more powerful today than the civil government under Nawaz Sharif.  Another speaker suggested that “if the Inter‑Service Intelligence would stop its shady actions, this would help enormously to deal with the insurgency in Afghanistan.”  Amir Ramin said it was difficult for Afghanistan to choose strategic partners on the international level because regional neighbours have their own rivalries.  He added that the Russian invasion of 1979 is still fresh on the mind of many Afghans and that the continued support of the United States and the Allies remains very important.  
29. NATO officials, too, touched briefly on the Afghan-Pakistani relationship as an important factor for the stability of the country.  In this context they mentioned the, admittedly too limited, co‑operation between the two countries. In separate meetings, Ambassador Maurits Jochems and Karen Decker, noted that there is growing co-operation between the Afghan Border Police and the Pakistani army on the border which is facilitated by the Coalition forces.  However, there is room for improvement, particularly with regard to political dialogue taking place at the top level, the delegation was informed.  

IV. MEETINGS WITH NATO REPRESENTATIVES
30. During the brief visit, the delegation also had the opportunity to meet with Ambassador Maurits Jochems.  He focused his comments on the ongoing political transition of the country which he considered as perhaps more important than the military one, at least in the short term.  
31. He noted that the presidential election in 2014 is generally recognised as being of crucial importance for the future of the country:  confidence in the election will be essential if the next government is to be perceived as legitimate by all Afghans and the reconciliation process with the Taliban is to succeed.  He added that even if the election may not meet the highest standard of those in established Western democracies it is important to hold an election that all candidates, including those who will have lost, can accept as legitimate.  To that end, the political leaders need to have a comprehensive agreement on how to move the country forward politically after the election.  Thus far, the signals from political leaders are promising, as some presidential candidates as, for example, Ashraf Ghani, are reaching out to the other political camp.  
32. Ambassador Jochems was optimistic that the election will be well prepared and will be much better organised than the presidential election of 2009 which generated ‘a kind of legitimacy crisis’ after allegations of widespread fraud.  However, while the speaker was upbeat about the preparations for the election he acknowledged that providing security remains a challenge in some areas of the country.  The Taliban are likely to attempt to disrupt the elections by intimidating voters, and a negative effect on polling centres in the more unstable areas of Afghanistan cannot be excluded.  That said, the Ambassador was optimistic that voter participation in the election will be high in those areas where security is provided.  He reminded the delegation that it is the ANSF which will be in charge of providing security for the presidential election in 2014.  However, even though the formal responsibility now lies with the Afghan government, many Afghans may look to NATO for providing security – which entails a certain risk for the image of the Alliance among the population if the Taliban managed to disrupt the election campaign.  Another risk is that the elections could be postponed, which would be ‘very bad’, Ambassador Jochems commented.  
33. More generally, Mr Jochems considered the political transition to be on track:  the building up of institutions continues, albeit sometimes slowly and the ability of the government in Kabul to provide services is improving, though good governance and corruption remain a considerable challenge.  Reconciliation is another crucial aspect of the country’s ongoing political transformation, he said.  Reconciliation needs to be Afghan-led, although the UN might get involved in reconciliation efforts at a later stage.  Asked whether there is a danger of a “Pakistan scenario”, namely that there is no functioning civilian control of the military, he said that this is unlikely risk.  
34. Ambassador Jochems also reminded the delegation that at the 2012 NATO Summit in Chicago the leaders of the Alliance agreed that the ANSF would be financed for up to 2-3 years after the end of the combat mission based on the assumption that Afghanistan would gradually take on more responsibility for its own security.  He noted that the estimated cost for ANSF funding per year is approximately USD 4.1 billion.  Ambassador Jochems was optimistic that NATO member nations will provide the necessary financial support, even though public finances remain strained as a consequence of the continuing global financial and economic crisis.  Afghanistan is expected to contribute some USD 500 million to the costs of the ANSF annually, with this figure gradually increasing over the years.  This amount should be generated from revenues provided by border customs.  In addition, there is a need to improve the collection process, which is still prone to corruption, the delegation learned.  He noted that some ANSF donors, including national parliaments in NATO member countries, are beginning to ask questions about how the money is spent in Afghanistan, reflecting reports about the corruption in Afghanistan as well as financial difficulties of contributing countries.  More generally, the international community has begun to set conditions on the provision of aid to Afghanistan, he said.  One of the conditions for providing continuing aid is the proper preparation and implementation of the presidential election; it is not, however, the improvement of the country’s counter-narcotics policy.  The NATO SCR did not anticipate that NATO member nations would fall short of their commitment to finance the bulk of the ANSF for the agreed period.  A crucial prerequisite for the future engagement of NATO Allies in Afghanistan is the conclusion of the BSA between the United States and Afghanistan which is currently under negotiation.  As soon as the BSA is signed, NATO will work on a SOFA with Afghanistan, the speaker explained. 
35. Touching briefly on the future relationship between NATO and Afghanistan he said that considerations have begun about how an enduring partnership with Afghanistan can be developed.  Possible areas of co-operation could perhaps include devising a Partnership-for-Peace (PfP) programme with the country or co-operation in defence education.   

V. VISIT TO REGIONAL COMMAND – EAST
36. The delegation also visited Regional Command – East (RC-E) in Bagram.  RC-E includes 14 provinces, covering 120,000 square kilometres, and borders Pakistan in the east.  According to Brigadier General Ronald F. Lewis, Deputy Commander of RC-E, approximately 10,000 US soldiers are currently operating in the region.  In addition, two Afghan National Army (ANA) Corps with over 36,000 soldiers, one in the area north of Kabul and one in the area south of the Afghan capital are stationed in RC-E.  Together with the Afghan National Police, Afghan Local Police and the Border Police, some 80,000 ANSF are operating in the command’s area of responsibility.  The Afghan forces have taken the lead for security in all of Afghanistan areas, the delegation learned.   
37. In summer 2013, the ANSF assumed lead responsibility for all operations throughout the country and the relationship between ISAF and the ANSF changed from being “shoulder to shoulder” (shohna-ba-shohna) to “over the shoulder” (buh-shohna).  Accordingly in RC-E, US and Coalition Forces provide only minimal support and some 95% of the operations in the command’s responsibility are led and executed by the ANSF.  Moreover, the number of bases operated by    RC-E has been reduced from 58 to 8.  The plan is to maintain the US military presence in RC-E on Brigade-level until the beginning of operation Resolute Support, the NATO training and advisory mission post-2014, the delegation learned.  
38. The build-up of the ANA to approximately 352,000 soldiers is now almost completed, General Lewis informed the delegation.  The primary focus of the US and coalition forces is now on improving the quality and capability of the ANA, he explained.  The transition to Afghan-led security, governance, and development remains on track. 
39. The General painted an optimistic picture about the ANSF, arguing that the insurgent groups would not be able to defeat the ANSF in a head-to-head fight.  Moreover, the insurgents are losing the support of the local population.  Attacks on government officials, and an increasing number of civilians falling victim to terror attacks, display a level of desperation among the insurgents, the General said.  The insurgents want to show that the government is not capable of providing security.    
40. The security is generally calm in RC-E, the delegation was informed.  The number of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) attacks in the provinces along Highway No. 1 has dropped by 41% compared to the last year. In Ghazni province, the number of attacks decreased by 37% in August 2013 compared to July of the same year.  That said, in Ghazni province, which is the most difficult province in RC-E and which is inhabited mostly by Pashtuns, security remains tense.  However, here, too, the effectiveness of the ANSF is high, the delegation learned.  Despite the progress achieved in making the ANSF an effective fighting force, it still needs help with logistics, intelligence, medical evacuation, and aviation, the General concluded.  
41. Karen Decker, emphasised that governance has improved in RC-E.  She considered the institutional capacity as “very good”.  In this context she mentioned that the 14 provinces of RC-E can now put a budget together - an important task and something with which the central government in Kabul still has difficulties, she added.  She was also upbeat that the regional authorities would be able to prepare for the presidential election properly. Drug production is less of a problem in RC-E, 80% of the production in this area is agricultural.  She stressed the importance of agricultural development.  A continuing problem is the lack of roads which makes linking crops to markets difficult. 
42. The ISAF mission has led to roads being built, girls going back to school, and flourishing markets, the speaker said.  The Provincial Construction Teams (PRTs), through which a large part of the investments were channelled, have been instrumental in achieving this progress Ms Decker commented, adding that the PRTs created government “out of nothing”.  However, the United States and the Allies are in the process of winding down the PRTs, following the request by President Karzai to have more control over financial and other assistance flowing into the Afghan provinces.  She emphasised the need for a continued engagement in Afghanistan.  If NATO Allies would not provide sufficient means for continued build-up of the country they must realise that there will be consequences.  That said, NATO Allies and partners are not committed to provide financial and other assistance without any oversight of how the money will be used, she added.  Institutional development of the Afghan parliament was one essential aspect of improving governance in Afghanistan, she noted, suggesting that that there is a role for the NATO PA to mentor Afghan parliamentarians.  
43. The visit provided the NATO PA with a comprehensive overview of the evolving transition process in Afghanistan.  Overall, the information obtained depicted a more positive view of the situation on the ground than often conveyed to the publics of NATO member countries.  Chairman Julio Miranda Calha and other members of the delegation expressed satisfaction over improvement made in Afghanistan towards peace and stressed that NATO Allies want a continued engagement with Afghanistan.  He stressed that “the NATO PA is here to express our support for the efforts of Afghanistan to create a democratic Afghanistan”.  Both host country speakers and NATO representatives expressed optimism that Afghanistan would successfully be able to tackle the challenges it faces provided that it receives the necessary financial and technical assistance as well as comprehensive political support.  The Assembly will continue to monitor the developments on the ground.  
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